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1 p o r t a n t  p l a c e  i n  
m d  i r r e p r e s s i b l e  
r  m o v e  o u r  e y e s  
1 e  g r o w t h  o f  o u r  
1 p e r s .  I  c o n d u c t  
! r s .  M a n y  o f  t h e  
' ·  S t u d e n t s  r e a d  
s p e n d s  i n  t u r n .  
I  t h i n k ,  s u f f i c i e n t  
1  s t u d e n t s  a b o u t  
1 e s  w h o  d o  n o t  
1 r e s  t o  r e s p o n d .  
a i n e d  c r i t e r i a  o f  
t h e  s a c r e d  c o w  
A N  E X P E R I M E N T  I N  G R A D I N G  
R o g e r  G i l l e s  
Y o u ' v e  p r o b a b l y  h e a r d  p l e n t y  o f  s t u d e n t s - a n d  t e a c h e r s - g r u m b l e  a b o u t  
f r e s h m a n  c o m p o s i t i o n .  M a n y  c o m p l a i n t s  h a v e  t o  d o  w i t h  e a c h  d i f f e r e n t  t e a c h e r ' s  
" w a n t i n g  s o m e t h i n g  d i f f e r e n t "  a n d  e a c h  c l a s s ' s  h a v i n g  i t s  o w n  " c o m p l e t e l y  s u b j e c t i v e "  
g r a d i n g  s c a l e .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  l o r e ,  a  s t u d e n t  i n  s e c t i o n  D  m i g h t  w r i t e  s i x  t e n - p a g e  
r e s e a r c h  p a p e r s ,  s l e e p  f o u r  n i g h t s  a  w e e k  i n  t h e  l i b r a r y ,  a n d  g e t  a  C  i n  t h e  c o u r s e  
b e c a u s e  s h e  o n c e  f o r g o t  t w o  c o m m a s ,  w h i l e  a  s t u d e n t  i n  s e c t i o n  M  m i g h t  w r i t e  t w o  
t h r e e - p a g e  m e m o i r s  a n d  a  p r o s e  p o e m ,  s l e e p  t h r o u g h  m o s t  c l a s s e s ,  a n d  g e t  a n  A  
b e c a u s e  h e  o n c e  h a d  a  p e t  t h a t  d i e d .  
I ' m  p r e t t y  s u r e  t h a t  n e i t h e r  o f  t h e s e  e x t r e m e s  e v e r  h a p p e n s ;  s t i l l ,  l o r e  i s  a  d i f f i c u l t  
t h i n g  t o  o v e r c o m e ,  a n d  t h e  t r u t h  i s  t h a t  m a n y  o f  u s  w h o  t e a c h  c o m p o s i t i o n  r e a l l y  
d o n ' t  k n o w  m u c h  a b o u t  w h a t  g o e s  o n  i n  s e c t i o n s  o t h e r  t h a n  o u r  o w n .  F o r  E n g l i s h  
1 5 0  a t  G r a n d  V a l l e y  w e  h a v e  a  f e w  p u b l i s h e d  c o u r s e  g o a l s ,  a  c o m m o n  l i b r a r y  
c o m p o n e n t ,  a n d  a  l i s t  o f  r e c o m m e n d e d  t e x t s - b u t  t h a t ' s  a b o u t  i t .  M o s t  o f  u s  r e l y  o n  
o u r  m e m o r i e s  o f  o u r  o w n  f r e s h m a n  y e a r ,  o u r  e x p e r i e n c e s  a s  g r a d u a t e  t e a c h i n g  
a s s i s t a n t s ,  p e r s o n n e l  r e v i e w s  ( w h e n  w e  s o m e t i m e s  g e t  a  c h a n c e  t o  w a t c h  s o m e o n e  
e l s e  t e a c h  f r e s h m a n  c a m p ) ,  a n d  w h a t e v e r  s t r a y  r e m a r k s  w e  h e a r  i n  t h e  h a l l w a y  o r  
r e s t r o o m  t o  h e l p  u s  c o n s t r u c t  o u r  c o u r s e s ,  d e s i g n  a s s i g n m e n t s ,  a n d  e v a l u a t e  
e s s a y s .  
I n  t h e  f a l l  o f  1 9 9 3 ,  a  g r o u p  o f  s i x  G r a n d  V a l l e y  c o m p o s i t i o n  t e a c h e r s  d e c i d e d  t o  
t r y  s o m e t h i n g  n e w .  O u r  g u i d i n g  h o p e  w a s  t o  d e v e l o p  c o m m o n  g o a l s ,  e v a l u a t i o n  
c r i t e r i a ,  a n d  g r a d i n g  s t a n d a r d s ,  a n d  t o  s h a r e  t h e m  w i t h  o u r  s t u d e n t s .  W e  f o r m e d  a  
" p o r t f o l i o  g r a d i n g  g r o u p , "  i n  w h i c h  w e ' d  g r a d e  e a c h  o t h e r ' s  s t u d e n t s  r a t h e r  t h a n  o u r  
o w n .  O u r  e x p e r i m e n t  t u r n e d  o u t  t o  b e  a t  l e a s t  s u c c e s s f u l  e n o u g h  t o  t r y  a g a i n ,  s o  
w e ' v e  c o n t i n u e d  e x p e r i m e n t i n g  w i t h  i t  e v e r  s i n c e .  T h i s  s e m e s t e r ,  t w e n t y - o n e  o f  t h e  
t w e n t y - f i v e  t e a c h e r s  o f  E n g l i s h  1 5 0  a r e  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  p o r t f o l i o  g r a d i n g  g r o u p s ,  a n d  
w e  a n t i c i p a t e  m a k i n g  i t  a  c o u r s e  r e q u i r e m e n t  n e x t  f a l l .  
F r o m  t h e  b e g i n n i n g ,  o u r  i d e a  w a s  t o  t e a c h  o u r  c l a s s e s  p r e t t y  m u c h  a s  w e  a l w a y s  
h a d ,  b u t ,  i n  a d d i t i o n ,  t o  a s k  o u r  s t u d e n t s  t o  s a v e  t h e i r  e s s a y s  d u r i n g  t h e  s e m e s t e r  
a n d  t h e n  c h o o s e  t h r e e ,  i n c l u d i n g  o n e  i n - c l a s s  e s s a y ,  t o  s u b m i t  f o r  g r a d i n g  a t  t h e  e n d  
o f  t h e  t e r m ,  w h e n  w e ' d  d i s t r i b u t e  t h e  p o r t f o l i o s  a m o n g  o u r s e l v e s ,  m a k i n g  s u r e  t h a t  
n o n e  o f  u s  g r a d e d  o u r  o w n  s t u d e n t s '  w r i t i n g .  E a c h  p o r t f o l i o  w o u l d  b e  r e a d  a n d  
e v a l u a t e d  b y  t w o  t e a c h e r s .  I f  t h o s e  t w o  t e a c h e r s  d i s a g r e e d  b y  a  f u l l  l e t t e r - g r a d e  o r  
m o r e ,  a  t h i r d  t e a c h e r  w o u l d  g r a d e  t h e  p o r t f o l i o ,  a n d  t h e  t w o  c l o s e s t  g r a d e s  w o u l d  b e  
a v e r a g e d .  W e  a g r e e d  t h a t  t h e  p o r t f o l i o  s h o u l d  c o u n t  f o r  a t  l e a s t  6 0 %  o f  e a c h  
s t u d e n t ' s  f i n a l  g r a d e  i n  t h e  c o u r s e .  W e  w o u l d n ' t  a s s i g n  a n y  g r a d e s  d u r i n g  t h e  t e r m  
i t s e l f ,  e x c e p t  p e r h a p s  f o r  q u i z z e s  o n  r e a d i n g s ,  h o m e w o r k  a s s i g n m e n t s ,  p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  
a n d  t h e  l i k e .  W e  a g r e e d  t o  m e e t  e v e r y  w e e k  o r  t w o  t o  d i s c u s s  s a m p l e  s t u d e n t  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  +  6 3  
essays and our responses to them and negotiate a common set of expectations, so 
that we'd all grade the final portfolios in just about the same way. 
Our Procedures and Goals 
First, we did not want to force ourselves to change whatever individual 
approaches we'd developed and found to be successful. Our original group was a 
diverse one: Ron Dwelle, a long-time Grand Valley veteran and an experienced 
magazine editor and writer with a very practical bent in the classroom; Roz 
Mayberry, also a veteran Grand Valley teacher and one-time Outstanding Teacher of 
the Year, who typically asked her students to read Plato, educational 
autobiographies, and nature writing; Rob Watson, a visiting professor with a degree 
in American literature, who assigned three or four novels per semester; Patricia 
Quattrin, also a visiting professor, with a degree in medieval literature, who used a 
challenging reader called The World of Ideas, a collection of essays by great 
thinkers; Diane Rayor, a third-year assistant professor and classicist who used 
Ovid's Metamorphoses as the basis for her writing assignments; and I, a second-
year assistant professor with a degree in composition, who used a compilation of 
former students' essays as the central text for the course. Clearly, we had varied 
degrees of experience and varied academic specialties, and although we all felt 
comfortable in the composition classroom, we all felt we could improve. Our purpose 
was not to change any of our texts or assignments, but to see if we could achieve 
common goals and develop common standards, as well as retain whatever 
uniqueness we brought to our classes. 
We asked our students to submit their portfolios at the end of the semester, 
rather than grading individual essays throughout the term, because we knew it would 
be nice to read and comment on our students' drafts without worrying about grading 
them-and as you know, it is a worry when you know that everyone receiving less 
than a B+ will either storm out of the classroom or knock teary-eyed at your office 
door the next morning. As responders to student writing, we could focus entirely on 
suggestions for improvement and on treating every draft as a potential portfolio 
submission. We never felt justified in telling a student that a paper was good enough 
as it was. Every draft could be improved. Our portfolio system encouraged us to take 
on the role of coach with our students, helping them and pushing them as they 
practiced academic writing in our classes. 
Some students did feel uncomfortable with this no-grades approach. My own 
students would usually feel better, however, when I compared the old way to this 
new way. Previously, I might assign and grade five essays, each counting for 20% of 
the final grade. Many students, I explained, would begin the semester rather slowly 
with C's and low B's, but then they'd hit their stride and end up with a couple of A's or 
high B's. Under the old grading system, such students would average out to a grade 
of B- or C+. Our portfolio system, on the other hand, allowed students to revise their 
essays right up to the final day of class, so that they could take full advantage of 
whatever they'd learned or developed during the semester. There was a nice logic to 
it, and again it brought to mind the coaching analogy. As a swimming coach, I would 
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c a r e  a b o u t  i m p r o v i n g  m y  s t u d e n t s '  r a c i n g  t i m e s  i n  t h e i r  t r a i n i n g  s e s s i o n s  s o  t h a t  t h e y  
c o u l d  c o m p e t e  w e l l  o n  t h e  d a y  o f  t h e  f i r s t  m e e t .  T h e  p o i n t  o f  t h e  f r e s h m a n  
c o m p o s i t i o n  c l a s s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  i s  t o  p r e p a r e  s t u d e n t s  t o  w r i t e  w e l l  i n  c l a s s e s  a f t e r  
f r e s h m a n  c o m p .  
O u r  o r i g i n a l  p o r t f o l i o  g r o u p  d e c i d e d  t h a t  t h r e e  s t u d e n t  e s s a y s  w o u l d  b e  a b o u t  
r i g h t  f o r  e a c h  f i n a l  p o r t f o l i o :  t w o  r e g u l a r  o u t - o f - c l a s s  e s s a y s  a n d  o n e  i n - c l a s s  e s s a y .  
M o s t  o f  u s  a s s i g n e d  t h r e e  t o  s i x  o u t - o f - c l a s s  e s s a y s  d u r i n g  t h e  t e r m ,  a n d  w e  l e t  
s t u d e n t s  s e l e c t  t h e i r  b e s t  w o r k  f o r  g r a d i n g ,  s o  t h a t  t h e y  t o o  w o u l d  h a v e  t o  t h i n k  a b o u t  
w h a t  c o n s t i t u t e s  g o o d  w r i t i n g  a n d  c o u l d  m a k e  t h e i r  s e l e c t i o n s  c a r e f u l l y .  T h e  s y s t e m  
a l s o  e n s u r e d  t h a t  a t  l e a s t  t w o  o f  t h e  d r a f t s  w e ' d  c o m m e n t  o n  d u r i n g  t h e  t e r m  w o u l d  
u n d e r g o  t h o r o u g h  r e v i s i o n  b e f o r e  f i n a l  g r a d i n g - a p p r o x i m a t i n g ,  p e r h a p s ,  t h e  p r o c e s s  
a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  w r i t e r  m i g h t  g o  t h r o u g h :  s t a r t i n g  m a n y  p r o j e c t s  b u t  c o m p l e t i n g  o n l y  t h e  
m o s t  p r o m i s i n g ,  u s u a l l y  i n  c o n s u l t a t i o n  w i t h  a  n u m b e r  o f  e d i t o r s .  T h e  i n - c l a s s  e s s a y  
w o u l d  s e r v e  a s  a  k i n d  o f  c o n f i r m a t i o n  o f  a  s t u d e n t ' s  a b i l i t y .  W e  a s k e d  s t u d e n t s  t o  
p l a c e  t h e  i n - c l a s s  e s s a y  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  e a c h  p o r t f o l i o ,  s o  t h a t  w e ' d  r e a d  t h e  t w o  o u t - o f -
c l a s s  e s s a y s  f i r s t .  W e ' d  u s e  t h e  i n - c l a s s  e s s a y  t o  c o n f i r m  o u r  i d e a  a b o u t  t h e  f i n a l  
g r a d e ,  s i n c e  i n - c l a s s  w r i t i n g  i s  a  c o m m o n  f o r m  o f  c o l l e g e  w r i t i n g  a n d  a  g o o d ,  
p r a c t i c a l  s k i l l  t o  h a v e  i n  t h e  w o r k p l a c e  a s  w e l l .  M o s t  m e m o s ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  a r e  w r i t t e n  
i n  l e s s  t h a n  t w o  h o u r s .  
E a c h  p o r t f o l i o  w o u l d  h a v e  a t  l e a s t  t w o  g r a d e r s .  I f  t h e r e  w a s  s t r o n g  d i s a g r e e m e n t  
a b o u t  t h e  f i n a l  g r a d e ,  w e ' d  c o n s u l t  a  t h i r d  r e a d e r .  W e  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  t h i s  p r o c e s s  c a m e  
c l o s e  t o  a n t i c i p a t i n g  w h a t  w o u l d  h a p p e n  t o  o u r  s t u d e n t s  o n c e  t h e y  m o v e d  p a s t  
f r e s h m a n  c o m p o s i t i o n ,  w h e n  t h e y ' d  w r i t e  f o r  o t h e r  t e a c h e r s ,  n o t  f o r  u s .  I n  p r e p a r i n g  
o u r  s t u d e n t s  t o  w r i t e  f o r  o t h e r s  n o w ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  i n  t h e  d i s t a n t  f u t u r e ,  w e  f o u n d  
o u r s e l v e s  s h i f t i n g  p e r s p e c t i v e - a g a i n ,  t o  t h a t  o f  c o a c h e s ,  o r  t u t o r s ,  o r  f a c i l i t a t o r s .  
T h e  p o i n t  w a s  n o  l o n g e r  t o  s a t i s f y  u s ,  b u t  t o  s a t i s f y  t h e  r e a d i n g  r e q u i r e m e n t s  o f  a n y  
c o l l e g e - l e v e l  r e a d e r .  " O n e  o f  t h e  t e a c h e r s  i n  o u r  g r o u p , "  I ' d  r e p o r t  t o  m y  c l a s s ,  " s a y s  
h e  l i k e s  t o  k n o w  w h a t  t h e  p o i n t  o f  a n  e s s a y  i s  b e f o r e  h e  t u r n s  t h e  f i r s t  p a g e . "  M y  
s t u d e n t s  w o u l d  s c r i b b l e  t h i s  i n  t h e i r  n o t e b o o k s .  " A n o t h e r  s a y s  t h a t  s h e  w a n t s  a n  A  
p a p e r  t o  t a k e  r i s k s  w i t h  t h e  m a t e r i a l ,  t o  c h a l l e n g e  h e r  i d e a s  a b o u t  t h e  w o r l d . "  M o r e  
s c r i b b l i n g .  T h e s e  w e r e  m a n y  o f  t h e  s a m e  g u i d e l i n e s  I ' d  a l w a y s  g i v e n  t o  m y  s t u d e n t s ,  
b u t  s u d d e n l y  t h e y  s e e m e d  m u c h  m o r e  r e a l ,  m o r e  r e l e v a n t ,  b e c a u s e  t h e  s t u d e n t s  
k n e w  t h a t  t h e s e  o t h e r  p e o p l e  w o u l d  b e  l o o k i n g  f o r  t h e m .  
I  r e m e m b e r  o n c e  e x p l a i n i n g  t o  a  c o l l e a g u e  t h a t  b e f o r e  w e  h a d  p o r t f o l i o  g r o u p s ,  a / /  
s t u d e n t s  i n  a  c l a s s  w o u l d  b e  g r a d e d  b y  a  s i n g l e  t e a c h e r .  T h a t  t e a c h e r  m i g h t  b e  h a r d  
o r  e a s y .  S h e  m i g h t  p r e f e r  a  t h e s i s  i n  t h e  f i r s t  p a r a g r a p h ,  o r  s h e  m i g h t  t a k e  o f f  h a l f  a  
g r a d e  p e r  c o m m a  s p l i c e .  N o w ,  w i t h  t e a m  g r a d i n g ,  e a c h  s t u d e n t  w a s  g r a d e d  b y  a t  
l e a s t  t w o  t e a c h e r s - b o t h  w i t h  t h e i r  o w n  p r e f e r e n c e s ,  t o  b e  s u r e ,  b u t  b o t h  h a v i n g  t o  
a g r e e  a b o u t  t h e  f i n a l  g r a d e .  I f  t h e y  d i d n ' t ,  a  t h i r d  t e a c h e r  w o u l d  b e  c o n s u l t e d .  I t  
s e e m e d  a  m u c h  f a i r e r  s y s t e m  t o  m e  b e c a u s e ,  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y ,  i t  e n c o u r a g e d  
s t u d e n t s  t o  w r i t e  f o r  a s  b r o a d  a  r a n g e  o f  r e a d e r s  a s  p o s s i b l e  a n d  t e a c h e r s  t o  m o v e  
t o w a r d  c o n s e n s u s  o n  t h e i r  o w n  e x p e c t a t i o n s  a s  r e a d e r s .  
P e r h a p s  t h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  p a r t  o f  o u r  p r o c e s s  w a s  t h e  r e g u l a r  m e e t i n g s  w e  
h e l d ,  d u r i n g  w h i c h  w e ' d  d i s c u s s  s t u d e n t  e s s a y s  a n d  s h a r e  o u r  g r a d i n g  t e n d e n c i e s .  I n  
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our busy academic lives, we rarely get a chance to sit for an hour and talk about 
student writing. Suddenly, we were doing this ten times a semester. I remember 
being struck by the wonderful engagement-the joy-evident in the writing of the 
students of Roz Mayberry. "How do you get your students to care so much about 
their writing?" I'd ask. And Roz would describe the activities she used to help her 
students select topics. She would share with us the readings she used to guide and 
inspire her students. In just one semester, I learned a tremendous amount from Roz 
Mayberry. Each of us had something different to offer the group. When we discussed 
poor writing, we'd share our strategies for advising students on their revisions. We'd 
discuss how to mark usage errors, and when, and to what extent. We'd talk about 
conferencing techniques and the art of writing clear assignments. And of course we'd 
talk about the grading scale. If one of us argued that an essay was a B, the rest of us 
would ask the person to explain why it wasn't a C. We tried to pinpoint the 
differences between each grade. We didn't always agree, of course, but, as the 
semester wore on, we came closer and closer to consensus. Finally, the meetings 
felt more like faculty development than anything else. We were learning. 
These meetings also helped our students. I'd report on our discussions to my 
classes. "What do they think of block quotes?" my students would ask. I'd promise to 
ask at the next meeting, and when I reported back that the entire group agreed that 
block quotes should be used sparingly, if at all (a couple of us even admitted to 
skipping block quotes when we read scholarly articles), the students wrote that 
down-or at least paid close attention. 
Our main goals, then, were to create a realistic writing environment for our 
students, one in which the readers were known to hold common values and 
expectations, but were not known personally by the writer; to encourage a natural 
teacher-student relationship in which the teacher took on the role of coach rather 
than judge; to provide opportunities for students to evaluate their own writing and 
select the most promising essays for thorough revision; to give composition faculty 
the chance to learn from one another in a regular but relatively informal schedule of 
gatherings; and finally, to discover the similarities and differences in our choice of 
texts, our classroom approaches, our assignments, and our strategies for responding 
to student writing in the hopes of establishing a common ground-a foundation for 
this one class that all of us in the English department regularly teach. 
Student and Faculty Responses 
We expected that some students would feel uncomfortable with this kind of 
system because, first, they receive no grades on their writing until the end of the 
semester; and second, their writing is graded by teachers other than their own. In 
course evaluations of my own classes, these have been the two most common 
complaints about the portfolio system. "It would be nice to know how you are doing 
before the end of the class," is the way one student put it. Another said, "I don't like 
the fact that other profs grade our papers. We are writing in a style to make Roger 
happy. We don't know what the others want. Roger is teaching us-not them-
therefore, he should grade our papers." With this portfolio system, we are working 
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~ t o  m a k e  R o g e r  
u s - n o t  t h e m -
w e  a r e  w o r k i n g  
a g a i n s t  t h e  v e r y  t e a c h e r - c e n t e r e d  f o c u s  o f  m o s t  i n s t r u c t i o n ,  s o  i t ' s  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  
s o m e  s t u d e n t s  r e s i s t .  B u t  w e  f e e l  c o n f i d e n t  t h a t  i n  e n c o u r a g i n g  s t u d e n t s  t o  s h i f t  t h e i r  
f o c u s  f r o m  u s  i n d i v i d u a l l y  t o  a c a d e m i c  r e a d e r s  i n  g e n e r a l ,  w e  a r e  m o v i n g  i n  t h e  r i g h t  
d i r e c t i o n .  
S o m e  f a c u l t y  h a v e  a l s o  r e s i s t e d .  W e  a r e  t r a i n e d  t o  a c c e p t  a n d  t a k e  s e r i o u s l y  t h e  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  a s s i g n i n g  c o u r s e  g r a d e s .  W e  s p e n d  o v e r  f i f t y  h o u r s  i n  c l a s s  w i t h  o u r  
s t u d e n t s ,  w o r k i n g  w i t h  t h e m ,  w a t c h i n g  t h e m  w o r k ,  s o  i t  m a k e s  s e n s e  t h a t  w e ' d  k n o w  
b e s t  h o w  w e l l  t h e y ' v e  d o n e  i n  t h e  c o u r s e .  I t  s e e m s  w r o n g  s o m e h o w  t o  p a s s  t h e  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o n  t o  o t h e r s - a  b r e a c h  o f  s o m e  s t u d e n t - t e a c h e r  c o n t r a c t  t h a t  w e ' r e  
u s e d  t o  w o r k i n g  u n d e r .  
N o n e t h e l e s s ,  I  w o u l d  h a v e  t o  s a y  t h a t  t h e  p o s i t i v e s  h a v e  o u t w e i g h e d  t h e  
n e g a t i v e s ,  b o t h  f o r  s t u d e n t s  a n d  f a c u l t y .  T h e  s a m e  s t u d e n t  w h o  c o m p l a i n e d  a b o u t  
h a v i n g  o t h e r  t e a c h e r s  g r a d e  h i s  o r  h e r  w r i t i n g ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  l a t e r  w r o t e  t h i s :  " I  l i k e  
h o w  f i r s t  y o u  t u r n  i n  a  r e s p o n s e  d r a f t .  H e  d o e s n ' t  g r a d e  i t ,  b u t  h e  t e l l s  y o u  w h a t  t o  
i m p r o v e  a n d  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  s e m e s t e r  y o u  t u r n  i t  i n  a f t e r  y o u  h a v e  f i x e d  i t .  . . . .  "  O f  
t h e  6 7  c o u r s e  e v a l u a t i o n s  f r o m  m y  t h r e e  s e m e s t e r s  u s i n g  t h e  p o r t f o l i o  s y s t e m ,  j u s t  
t w e l v e  h a d  e x p l i c i t  n e g a t i v e  c o m m e n t s  a b o u t  t h e  s y s t e m - a n d  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  
n e g a t i v e  c o m m e n t s  h a s  b e e n  d e c r e a s i n g ,  f r o m  s i x  i n  f a l l ,  1 9 9 3 ,  t o  f o u r  i n  w i n t e r ,  
1 9 9 4 ,  t o  j u s t  t w o  i n  w i n t e r ,  1 9 9 5 .  P a r t  o f  t h a t  t r e n d  p r o b a b l y  h a s  t o  d o  w i t h  m y  
i n c r e a s i n g  c o n f i d e n c e  i n  t h e  s y s t e m ,  a n d  p a r t  o f  i t  m a y  h a v e  t o  d o  w i t h  m y  i n c r e a s i n g  
a b i l i t y  t o  s e l l  i t  t o  s t u d e n t s .  
I  a c t u a l l y  l i k e  t h e  t e n s i o n  t h a t ' s  c r e a t e d  i n  t h e  " n o  g r a d e s "  w r i t i n g  c l a s s .  I  c a n  
u n d e r s t a n d  w h y  s t u d e n t s  m i g h t  p r e f e r  t o  k n o w  e x a c t l y  w h e r e  t h e y  s t a n d ,  a s  w r i t e r s ,  
e a c h  w e e k  t h r o u g h  t h e  s e m e s t e r .  B u t  I  p r e f e r  a  c l a s s r o o m  i n  w h i c h  t h e  s t u d e n t s  a r e  
s i m p l y  l o o k i n g  t o  i m p r o v e ,  r e g a r d l e s s  o f  w h e r e  t h e y  h a p p e n  t o  b e  s t a n d i n g .  W i t h o u t  
g r a d e s  t o  f a l l  b a c k  o n ,  m y  r e s p o n s e s  t o  s t u d e n t  w r i t i n g  m u s t  b e  d e t a i l e d  a n d  f o r w a r d -
l o o k i n g ,  a l w a y s  b a s e d  o n  t h e  a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t  t h e  s t u d e n t  w i l l  r e w o r k  t h e  p i e c e ,  t r y  t o  
m a k e  i t  b e t t e r .  I f  m y  s t u d e n t s  d o n ' t  k n o w  w h e r e  t h e y  s t a n d ,  p e r h a p s  i t ' s  b e c a u s e  I  
h a v e n ' t  c l e a r l y  e x p l a i n e d  m y  r e s p o n s e  t o  t h e i r  w r i t i n g .  I n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  I  t h i n k  b o t h  w e  
a n d  o u r  s t u d e n t s  c a n  u n d e r s t a n d  a n d  e v a l u a t e  w r i t i n g  w i t h o u t  a  g r a d e ' s  b e i n g  
a t t a c h e d  t o  i t .  T h a t ' s  w h a t  p e o p l e  d o ,  e v e r y  d a y ,  o u t s i d e  o f  t h e  a c a d e m y .  T h e  
p o r t f o l i o  s y s t e m  c h a l l e n g e s  u s  t o  r e s p o n d  t o  w r i t i n g  i n  t h e  s a m e  w a y .  
S t u d e n t s  a n d  t e a c h e r s  w h o  a r e  b o t h e r e d  b y  t h e  t e a m - g r a d i n g  a p p r o a c h ,  i t  s e e m s  
t o  m e ,  a r e  m i s s i n g  s o m e t h i n g  e s s e n t i a l  a b o u t  f r e s h m a n  c o m p o s i t i o n .  I t  i s ,  a t  h e a r t ,  a  
s e r v i c e  c o u r s e - w h i c h  i s  t o  s a y  t h a t  i t  " s e r v e s "  t h e  l a r g e r  u n i v e r s i t y  c o m m u n i t y .  M y  
s t u d e n t  w h o  s t r o v e  t o  l e a r n  w h a t  m a d e  m e  h a p p y  e i t h e r  m i s u n d e r s t o o d  m e  o r  
o v e r e s t i m a t e d  m y  i m p o r t a n c e  i n  t h e  w o r l d .  M y  h a p p i n e s s  w i t h  a  s t u d e n t  p a p e r  i s  
i m p o r t a n t  o n l y  i n s o f a r  a s  I  a m  a b l e  t o  r e p r e s e n t  o r  e m b o d y  t h e  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  
c o l l e g e - l e v e l  c o m m u n i t y  i n  g e n e r a l .  I n d e e d ,  i f  m y  e x p e c t a t i o n s  a r e  a t  o d d s  w i t h  t h o s e  
o f  t h e  l a r g e r  c o m m u n i t y ,  I  m a y  a c t u a l l y  b e  h u r t i n g  m y  s t u d e n t s  b y  e n c o u r a g i n g  t h e m  
t o  m a k e  m e  h a p p y .  T h e  p o r t f o l i o - g r a d i n g  g r o u p s  a r e  a n  a t t e m p t  t o  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  
m u l t i t u d e  o f  v i e w p o i n t s  a n d  e x p e c t a t i o n s  t h a t  o u r  s t u d e n t s  w i l l  b e  f a c i n g  a f t e r  t h e y  
l e a v e  o u r  E N G  1 5 0  c l a s s r o o m s .  S o m e d a y ,  I  h o p e  w e  c a n  i n c l u d e  n o n - E n g l i s h  f a c u l t y  
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in the teaching of composition. Non-English teachers, with their own disciplinary 
perspectives, would certainly enrich our portfolio groups. 
Overall, the response to the portfolio system has been positive. Over thirty 
teachers have taken part in our three-year experiment, and many of those have cited 
the positive effects it has had on their role in the classroom, on their marking of 
papers, on teacher-student conferences, on peer conferences, and on student 
attention to revision. Students, too, have enjoyed having their teachers focus entirely 
on the content and style of their essays rather than on their grades. One wrote on my 
course evaluation, "My papers were read and I was given suggestions rather than a 
grade. This helped me learn what I needed to become a better writer. I like the fact 
that papers are not given a grade until the end of the semester." 
What We've Learned 
I think of the portfolio-grading experience as a win-win situation. From the 
teachers' perspective, the worst that can happen is that we fail to reach consensus 
about the characteristics of effective and ineffective writing. This would be bad, but it 
would also be an indication that we need to work out our differences. So even a bad 
portfolio experience justifies the attempt. The best that can happen, of course, is that 
we do reach full consensus, in which case we've more than justified the attempt. 
From the students' perspective, the worst that can happen is that they might 
receive a lower grade than the one their own teacher would have given them. But if 
there had been no portfolio system, those lower graders would still be out there 
lurking, and the students would be none the wiser. At least we're letting students 
know about the range of reader responses they are likely to get in college. We are 
helping students see the university as a reading and writing community, not as a 
series of isolated and eccentric readers and writers. 
Through this experiment in grading, we've learned to separate teaching from 
grading, to coach our students for fourteen weeks and to judge them for just one 
week. We've found a way to be proud of our successes: a high class GPA now 
reflects well on us as teachers-after all, other teachers assigned the grades-
whereas before it might have implied that we were easy graders. And best of all, for 
us as well as for the school and for our students, we've learned a lot about one 
another-about how each of us teaches this very important and challenging course. 
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